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Protective Factors Association with Young Passenger Intervening 
  
Abstract 
Introduction: While the negative influence of passengers on driving is usually studied, young 
passengers may protect against young drivers’ crash involvement by speaking out and trying to stop 
unsafe driving behavior. This study sought to examine psychosocial constructs of young passengers 
who are likely to intervene in their friends’ risky driving. Method: University students aged 17 to 25 
years who were single (n = 123) or in a romantic relationship (n = 130) completed an online survey 
measuring protective factors. Results: The combination of individual, friend and (for participants in a 
relationship) romantic partner protective factors predicted self-reported passenger intervening 
intentions. Impact on Industry: Since peer passengers often increase young drivers’ crash risk, 
research on passenger intervening has significant implications for road safety strategies. The findings 
provide support for the operationalization of protective factors in strategies that target passenger 
intervening behavior.  
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1. Introduction 
The overrepresentation of young drivers in motor vehicle crashes is a major public health 
concern worldwide.  Young people aged 15 to 24 years accounted for approximately 27% of driver 
fatalities across OECD countries in 2004, but represented only 10% of the population (OECD, 2006). 
Crashes involving young drivers are frequently due to risk taking (Clarke, Ward, & Truman, 2005). 
Compared to older drivers, young drivers, particularly males, are more likely to engage in speeding 
(Fleiter, Watson, Lennon, & Lewis, 2006; Williams, Kyrychenko, & Retting, 2006), driving while 
using a mobile phone (McEvoy, Stevenson, & Woodward, 2006; Young & Lenné, 2010), close 
following of the vehicle in front (Evans & Wasielewski, 1983), and driving under the influence of 
alcohol (Rivis, Abraham & Snook, 2011). There is thus a need to understand ways in which such 
behavior can be reduced. 
1.1. Peer passenger influence on young drivers’ risk taking 
As individuals move into adolescence and early adulthood, peers become an increasingly 
significant source of social relationship and play an integral role in shaping risk taking attitudes and 
behavior (Hartup, 1996). Peers who travel as passengers of young drivers have been shown to 
increase dangerous driving activities, resulting in a higher crash risk for both the driver and 
passengers inside the vehicle (Regan & Mitsopoulos, 2001). Indeed, Preusser, Ferguson and Williams 
(1998) found that young drivers’ fatal crash risk doubled when travelling with passengers (particularly 
peers), but that passenger presence exerted a protective effect among drivers over 30 years.  Further, 
Williams (2003) reported that for 16 to 17 year-old drivers travelling with one same-age passenger, 
the rate of crash involvement per 10,000 trips was more than five times that of drivers aged 30 to 59 
years carrying a passenger; and for 18 to 19 year-old drivers, the rate was three times that of 30 to 59 
year-old drivers. 
The gender of the driver and passenger are additional determinants of the peer passenger effect. 
Young male drivers have a greater crash risk in the presence of same-age passengers than young 
female drivers, and young male passengers place young drivers (both male and female) at greater risk 
of experiencing a crash than young female passengers (Chen et al., 2002; Regan & Mitsopoulos, 
2001) 
1.2. Young passengers’ intervening behavior 
There is some evidence that young passengers actively protect against young drivers’ crash 
involvement by speaking out and trying to stop unsafe driving behavior. One of the few studies that 
has examined passenger intervening was conducted by Ulleberg (2004), and found that young 
passengers, particularly females, self-reported that they were willing to speak up to a young driver 
engaging in risky road behavior.   Further supporting evidence comes from Monto et al. (1992) and 
Rabow et al. (1990), who found that over half of U.S. college students had reportedly intervened in a 
situation in which a friend was too drunk to drive. An important distinction with these studies is that 
the intervener may not have been a passenger and thus the potential threat of danger to oneself may 
not occur and the potential options (and perceived options) available for intervening may differ. 
Interestingly in a study by Thomas et al. (1995) a concern for the physical safety of a drink driver was 
reported by 53% of participants as the primary reason they had previously intervened whereas 23% 
reported a concern for their own safety as the primary reason.  
Qualitative research has identified a number of different intervening strategies used by young 
people in alcohol-involved driving situations, such as persuasion (e.g. explaining why the driver 
should not drive), interference (e.g. disengaging the car so that it could not be driven), planning ahead 
(e.g. assigning a designated driver), and threatening (e.g. warning the driver about being stopped by 
the police; Smith, Kennison, Gamble, & Loudin, 2004). Certain interventions may be more effective 
than others. Shore and Compton (2000) reported that forceful statements, clear demands and concrete 
actions were more successful than requests, pleas or suggestions in preventing a peer from drink 
driving.  Such studies provide preliminary investigation of the kinds of strategies that might be 
employed, especially in drunk driving situations.  The present study builds on this research by 
examining passenger intervening with a coherent and well-validated social-psychological theory, 
Jessor’s (1991) protection-risk framework. It also explains intervening for a range of risky driving 
behaviors such as speeding, mobile phone use, drink driving and dangerous overtaking.   
1.3. The characteristics of passengers who intervene: Protection-risk framework 
The protection-risk framework has been used to conceptualise potential characteristics of 
passengers who may intervene. The framework encompasses both  reorganises the main constructs of 
problem behavior theory (PBT; Jessor et al., 1968; Jessor & Jessor, 1977) into protective and risk 
factors. The original PBT sought to conceptualise such factors into a complex array of multiple distal 
and proximal risk and protective factors whereas the current approach is considerably more 
parsimonious.  Protective factors increase the likelihood of engaging in health-enhancing and injury-
prevention behavior (see Figure 1). According to the framework, protective factors include models of 
positive behavior or ‘friend/ partner models’ (i.e.. a perception that friends/ partner  intervene in risky 
driving situations), support to sustain prosocial commitment or ‘friend/ partner support’ (i.e.. interest 
in and support of the individual), social control and regulation against problem behavior or ‘friend/ 
partner control’ (i.e. the belief that a significant other would stop another from engaging in illegal or 
dangerous activities, disapproval of norm-violating behaviors and encouragement of protective 
behavior), personal controls against problem behavior (e.g. attitudinal intolerance of deviance).  By 
contrast, risk factors decrease the likelihood of engaging in health-enhancing behavior.  Protective 
factors play an additional, indirect role, as they moderate or buffer the impact of exposure to risk 
factors (Turbin et al., 2006).   
Although protective factors have not been examined with passenger intervening, they have 
accounted for relatively substantial variance (compared with risk factors) in other health and injury-
prevention behaviors such as healthy eating and regular exercise (Jessor et al., 2010), dental hygiene 
(Turbin et al., 2006), cigarette smoking (Costa et al., 2007), and problem drinking (Jessor, Costa, 
Kreuger, & Turbin, 2006), , with between nine to thirteen percent greater variance explained. There is 
also evidence that variables conceptually similar to protective factors, such as social consequences, 
tolerance of risk taking and friends’ disapproval of driving violations, are able to predict self-reported 
passenger behavior in participant perceived ‘unsafe’ situations (Ulleberg, 2004) and as a bystander in 
drink driving situations  (see Åberg, 1993; Brown, 1998;).   
Protective factors have been previously examined in the individual, family, friend/peer group, 
school, and neighbourhood (see Costa et al., 2007; Jessor et al., 2010; Turbin et al., 2006).  However, 
for young adults, protective factors may exist in other social contexts, such as the romantic 
relationship.  Indeed, romantic experiences are a central part of young people’s social world (Collins, 
2003) and influence the course of various developmental tasks (Furman & Shaffer, 2003).  Therefore, 
the present study examined protection in the romantic relationship context, as well in the individual 
and friendship context. 
1.4. Aims and hypotheses 
The present study aimed to investigate whether individual-level and social-contextual protective 
factors from Jessor’s (1991) protection-risk framework explain variation in young passenger reported 
intervening intentions.  Protective factors, rather than risk factors, were investigated because of the 
moderating effect they have on risk, and because they themselves explain a large proportion of 
variance in a range of health and injury-prevention behaviors (see Jessor et al., 2010; Turbin et al., 
2006). Another key aim of the study was to examine whether romantic partner protective factors 
explained passenger intervening intentions separately for participants in a relationship. Protective 
models, controls and support were examined in the friendship context and, for partnered participants, 
the romantic relationship context. Controls protection was also examined in an individual context (ie 
attitudinal intolerance of deviance). 
It was hypothesised that for young adults not in a relationship, friend protective factors (models, 
controls, and support) and individual protective factors (attitudinal intolerance of deviance) would 
significantly predict passenger intervening, over and above gender.  For young adults in a romantic 
relationship, it was hypothesised that partner protective factors (models, controls, support), friend 
protective factors (models, controls, support) and individual protective factors (intolerance of 
deviance) would significantly predict passenger intervening, over and above gender.   
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
Participants (N = 253) were 17 to 25 years students from a large university in Queensland, 
Australia.  One hundred and thirty participants (79.2% female) were in a relationship at the time of the 
survey and had a mean age of 19.98 (SD = 2.38) years. The remaining 123 participants (80.5% 
female) were single and had a mean age of 18.82 (SD = 1.71) years. 
2.2. Measures 
Measures adapted from previous protection-risk research (e.g. Costa et al., 2007; Jessor et al., 
2003; Turbin et al., 2006) were incorporated into an online survey. All scales (excluding items on 
demographics that were not summed to create a scale) had an acceptable Chronbach’s alpha 
coefficient of greater than .72 (see DeVellis, 2003). Participants who were not in a relationship did not 
respond to partner-related protective items.  
2.2.1. Demographics 
Participants reported their age, sex, licence status (open, provisional, learner’s, probationary, 
restricted, no licence), length of time they have held their licence (excluding learners’ permit), 
relationship status (single, partnered). 
2.2.2. Friend and partner models 
To measure friend models, participants rated on a 4-point Likert scale from 1 (none) to 4 (all of 
them) how many of their friends would try to stop a driver from engaging in risky driving behaviors 
such as speeding and using a mobile phone (7 items). Partner models was assessed by a 7-item scale 
which examined how often a participant’s partner intervened in a risky driving situation. Response 
options ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (always). 
2.2.3. Friend and partner controls 
Six-item scales examined how likely it was that a participant’s friend or current partner 
would stop them from engaging in risky driving or general problem behavior (e.g. ‘something 
people think is wrong’) Response options ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (always).  
2.2.4. Friend and partner support 
Support from friends (2 items) and partner (2 items) was rated on a 3-point Likert scale 
from 1 (almost always) to 3 (hardly ever). For example, ‘[Are/Is] your [friends/partner] 
interested in what you think and how you feel?’ 
2.2.5. Attitudinal intolerance of deviance  
Participants rated on a 4-point Likert scale from 1 (not wrong) to 4 (very wrong) their 
intolerance of general deviant behavior (e.g. ‘steal something valuable’) and unsafe driving 
behavior (14 items).  
2.2.6. Passenger intervening behavior 
Willingness to intervene and address a friend’s unsafe driving behavior was measured by 
6-items and rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 
(e.g. ‘I would speak out if I thought my friend was driving too fast’).  
2.3. Procedure 
First-year psychology students (n = 218) were recruited in person during lecture times and 
electronically via notices placed on units’ online sites, and received partial course credit for 
participation.  Additional university students (n = 35) were invited to participate via a Facebook 
‘event invitation’.  Recruitment notices and event invitations provided a URL to the study, which took 
approximately 20 minutes to complete.   
2.4 Statistical analyses 
Bivariate correlations and hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted separately for single and 
partnered participants. The regression analyses were undertaken to determine which combinations of 
factors best predicted self-reported intended intervening among young passengers. Based on 
theoretical considerations, gender was entered in step one and protective factors entered at step two of 
the model. The protective factors included; friends’ models, controls and support and intolerance for 
deviance for all, with the addition of partners’ models, controls and support for those who indicated 
that they were in a relationship. All analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 18.0. 
3. Results 
3.1. Sample 
Approximately three quarters of participants held a driving licence (excluding learners’ permit). 
The length of licenced driving time ranged from 1 month to 7 years and 3 months (M = 2.44 years, SD 
= 1.88 years).  Most participants held a provisional or restricted licence (52.1%), followed by an 
unrestricted licence (22.1%), then a learner’s permit (20.1%) which requires a supervisor at all times. 
There were 5.5% who did not have a licence.   
Table 1 displays the mean, standard deviation, and score range for the independent and 
dependent variables. For single participants, passenger intervening was significantly positively 
correlated with friend models, friend controls and intolerance of deviance. In the partnered sample, 
passenger intervening was significantly positively correlated with friend models, friend controls, 
friend support, partner controls, and intolerance of deviance. 
3.3. Protective factors predicting intention to intervene 
The first hierarchical multiple regression was conducted with single participants. As shown in 
Table 2, the overall regression model was significant, R2 = .27, F(5, 110) = 7.99, p < .001, and 
explained 27% of variance. At Step 1, gender explained no variance in young passengers’ intervening 
intention, R2 = .00, F(1, 114) = .00, p = .984. At Step 2, the protective variables of friend models, 
friend controls, friend support, and intolerance of deviance explained 27% of variance in young 
passengers’ intervening after controlling for gender, ΔR2 = .27, F(4, 110) = 9.98, p < .001.   
Intolerance of deviance was the only significant predictor, β = .24, p = .013, accounting for 4% of 
unique variance in intervening. The friend control and friend models both approached significance 
with β = .22, p = .05 and β = .20, p = .06 respectively. 
The second hierarchical regressionmodel was conducted with the partnered sample. It was 
initially conducted with gender in Step 1 and protective variables in Step 2.  In this regression model, 
partner models and partner support were identified as possible suppressor variables as they were 
positively correlated with intervening (r = .11 and r = .16, respectively) and had negative beta 
coefficients (β = -.09 and β = -.06, respectively; see Henard, 1998; Tu et al., 2008).  To examine the 
possible suppression, the regression model was conducted again with partner models and partner 
support entered in Step 3 and Step 4, respectively. 
As shown in Table 3, the overall model was significant, R2 = .26, F(8, 119) = 5.25, p < .001, and 
explained 26% of variance.  At Step 1, gender was not significant and explained 2% of variance in 
young passengers’ intervening behavior, R2 = .02, F(1, 126) = 1.95, p = .165.  At Step 2, friend 
models, friend controls, friend support, intolerance of deviance, and partner controls contributed an 
additional significant 24% of variance in intervening, ΔR2 = .24, F(5, 121) = 7.66, p < .001. The 
addition of partner models in Step 3 explained a further nonsignificant 1% of variance in intervening 
behavior, ΔR2 = .01, F(1, 120) = .99, p = .321. At Step 4, the inclusion of partner support explained no 
further variance in passenger intervening, ΔR2 = .00, F(1, 119) = .40, p = .526. At the final step of the 
model, once all variables were entered, the only significant predictor of intervening was partner 
controls, β = .32, p = .002, which explained 6% of variance.  
Partner models appeared to suppress friend models, friend controls and partner controls (as 
evidenced by the increase in beta weights), but did not alter the significance of these variables.  There 
was also evidence that the variable partner support suppressed those of gender, friend support, partner 
controls and intolerance of deviance, but did not change their significance. The presence of partner 
support in the regression model thus may have altered the potential for gender, friend support, 
partner controls and intolerance of deviance to individually predict intended intervening behavior.   
 
4. Discussion 
The current study used the protective component of Jessor’s (1991) protection-risk framework to 
examine select characteristics of passengers who intervene in their friends’ risky driving.  As 
hypothesised, the linear combination of individual, friend, and (for participants in a relationship) 
romantic partner protective factors explained significant variance in passenger intervening, over and 
above gender. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that individual-level and 
social-contextual protective factors predict young people’s involvement in health behavior (e.g. 
Turbin et al., 2006). The results are also consistent with evidence indicating that romantic partners are 
influential in young adults’ health behavior (see Haynie et al., 2005). 
The amount of variance in passenger intervening that was explained by protective factors was 
27% and 24% for the single and partnered sample, respectively. This is similar to the amount of 
variance explained by a combination of both risk and protective factors in other health behaviors.  For 
example, Jessor et al. (2010) reported that protective and risk factors together accounted for 29% of 
variance in attention to healthy eating and 23% to 25% of variance in regular exercise. It is also 
important to note that both the work of Jessor and colleagues and the current study used some scales 
with a limited number of items (eg support) and as such there is limited potential for variability that 
should be kept in mind when interpreting results and understanding the likelihood of detecting an 
effect.  
For single participants, attitudinal intolerance of deviance (i.e. beliefs about how wrong it is to 
engage in illegal or norm-violative behavior) was the only significant predictor of single passengers’ 
intervening, explaining 4% of unique variance. For partnered participants, partner controls (i.e. 
whether the respondent’s partner would stop them from engaging in unhealthy or illegal behavior) 
was the only significant predictor of partnered passengers’ intervening and explained 6% of unique 
variance.  While further research is warranted to better understand the different predictive factors, it is 
suggested that the findings are somewhat reflective of delinquency research focused on young adults 
and the importance of the partner on behavior. In findings of Zimmig it was noted that late teens who 
had a juvenile history of delinquency were less likely to continue delinquent behavior into young 
adulthood if they were in a relationship in young adulthood. At a developmental period that is 
relatively new to intimate relationships there is perhaps greater acceptance of the attitudes of the 
partner and fluidity in one’s own attitudes particularly to social behaviors. It would also be of interest 
to examine how transient young adults’ tolerance for deviance is during the developmental period. It 
must also be noted that, partner models and partner support were identified as possible suppressor 
variables in the partner regression analyses, but they were not significant predictors of passenger 
intervening, their relationship with the other independent variables should be cautiously interpreted. 
4.1. Impact on Industry 
4.1.1. Theoretical Implications 
Protective factors delineated in Jessor’s (1991) protection-risk framework have not previously 
been applied to the behavior of young passengers, and the results of the current study provided some 
support for doing so.  The study provides support for the protection-risk framework by adding 
passenger intervening to the body of health behaviors that have previously been explained by 
protective factors.  It also suggests there is scope for other health and injury-prevention intentions and 
behaviors to be examined with protective variables.   
The study has implications for the social contexts in which the protection-risk framework has 
traditionally been applied. It found evidence that protective factors in the romantic relationship, which 
have not been considered in previous research, should be incorporated into the protection-risk 
framework. Indeed, romantic experiences comprise important milestone in young adulthood (Furman 
& Shaffer, 2003) and have been show to influence various health behaviors (e.g. Kennedy, Tucker, 
Pollard, Go, & Green, 2011). The current study also indicated that the unique predictive importance of 
protective factors differed depending on relationship status; intolerance of deviance the strongest 
predictor of intervening in the single sample, while partner controls was the strongest in the partnered 
sample. Overall the study findings suggest there is scope for other social contexts integral to the 
young adult developmental period to be included in the protection-risk framework. 
4.1.2. Practical Implications 
There is a critical need for interventions that reduce young drivers’ crash involvement, especially 
when carrying young passengers. Traditionally, road safety strategies have focussed on changing 
driver behavior, and have included licence and passenger restrictions (Department of Transport and 
Main Roads, 2011), as well as interventions to strengthen young people’s resistance to peer pressure 
(see review by Elder et al. 2005).  The current study provided support for alternate strategies targeting 
the intervening behavior of young passengers by demonstrating that young passengers report that they 
are generally willing to speak out and address a young friends’ risky driving.  
A few programs to date have attempted to encourage intervening behaviors including the “Speak 
Out!” campaign (Elvik, 2000), the Skills for Preventing Injury in Youth (SPIY) program (Buckley, 
Sheehan & Shochet, 2010) and some advertising strategies (e.g. Friends don’t let friends drive drunk’; 
Ad Council, 2011).  Based on the study findings, such strategies may be more effective when they 
address protective factors, especially attitudinal intolerance of deviance and partner controls against 
problem behavior. 
4.2. Strengths and Limitations 
The study was based on a well-validated social-psychological framework, and focussed on 
variables that have consistently predicted young people’s health behavior in previous research. The 
study did however only address intentions to intervene rather than actual intervening behavior.  The 
items used to measure protective factors in the current study were carefully adapted from previous 
protection-risk research involving other health and injury-prevention behaviors.  In addition to these 
strengths, it is important to note that generalisability f the study findings is limited, as the majority of 
participants were psychology undergraduate students and only 20% of the sample were male. 
However given that university students report intervening in peers’ risky driving behavior (Monto et 
al., 1992; Rabow et al., 1990) and engaging in dangerous driving practices themselves (Fleiter et al., 
2006; Scott-Parker, Watson, & King, 2009), they are still valuable targets of road safety research. 
4.4. Future research 
Since relatively few studies focus on young passengers’ safety behavior, there are several 
suggestions for future research.  First, research is needed to determine whether protective factors 
influence the types of interventions utilized by young passengers, and in turn, the effectiveness of 
interventions in preventing risky driving behavior. A critical addition here is to examine actual 
intervening behavior rather than intended intervening. Future research should also examine how the 
presence of several passengers affects willingness to confront unsafe drivers, especially among young 
passengers with varying levels of protective factors.  This is particularly relevant given that the crash 
risk of young drivers increases with the number of same-age passengers present (Chen et al., 2000; 
Lam et al., 2003).  
Relatively few studies have investigated the influence of romantic partners on young people’s 
health behavior.  Further research is needed in this area, particularly since the current study found 
partner controls significantly predicted partnered passengers’ intervening.  It is also critical for future 
research to determine how the relative influence of protective factors might change when young 
adults commence a romantic relationship.  Finally, although intentions are a common measure of 
health behavior (Armitage & Connor, 2000), future research would benefit from exploring the 
importance of protective factors on prospective intervening behavior. This may provide a more 
accurate investigation of the relationship between protective factors and passenger intervening 
behavior. 
4.4. Conclusion 
The potential for young passengers to prevent their friends from engaging in risky driving 
behavior is a relatively understudied concept, and as such, many aspects of young passenger 
intervening remain unclear.  Given that young passengers have such a dramatic effect on young 
drivers’ crash involvement, it is clear that this area of research will have significant implications for 
the future of road safety strategies.  The findings of the current study assist in refining and shaping 
researchers’ understanding of protective passenger behavior and open up several avenues for future 
research.  
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Figure 1. Protective factors examined in the current study  
(*Variables only assessed among participants in a relationship) 
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